Female-female mounting is widespread among mammalian species, but little is known about the proximal function of this behaviour. While such mounting is often regarded as a 'masculine' trait, its widespread occurrence may indicate that it serves specific functions within the context of female-female social behaviour. We valuated female mounting behaviour in Long-Evans rats in standard observation chambers and in a seminatural enclosure. Under these conditions, we examined a number of potential factors that might influence mounting, including the oestrous cycle, social hierarchy, familiarity and male presence. The female's mounting was not influenced by her own oestrous cycle, but did vary with the oestrous cycle of the stimulus female. Socially dominant females mounted significantly more than subordinate females, and mounting by the dominant female was most frequent when the subordinate female was sexually receptive. Females mounted (and fought with) unfamiliar females significantly more than they did with familiar cagemates. Female-female mounting was dramatically reduced when males were present. Further testing showed that female mounting did not affect the induction of the progestational state of pregnancy, suggesting that female mounting does not function as a pseudomale behaviour that can substitute for genital stimulation provided by the male. Based on these data, female mounting does not appear to function as a sexual behaviour per se, but may serve as a form of female social behaviour related to maintenance of the female's social status within female groups. In this regard, the results of this study suggest that female mounting is part of the normal female's complex behavioural repertoire and does not necessarily reflect masculinization of some underlying neural substrate.
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Females of many vertebrate species are known to display male-like mounting towards other females of their species (for reviews see Beach 1968: laboratory, zoo and farm animals; Dagg 1984: wild mammals; Vasey 1995: primates; Goy & Goldfoot 1975; Baum 1979: both intact and hormonally modified laboratory animals). Femalefemale mounting resembles male-female mounting in that it often includes pelvic thrusting and is accompanied by similar patterns of social behaviours, such as genital grooming. However, it rarely results in the somatic reflexes associated with ejaculatory responses. Female mounting is often regarded as 'masculine' behaviour because mounting is seen more often in males than in females (Beach 1968; Blaustein & Olster 1989) .
Although early investigators often thought of female mounting as abnormal, widespread occurrence has led more recent investigators to view this behaviour as the product of evolutionary processes and explicable in adaptive terms (Beach 1968; Dagg 1984; Vasey 1995) . In her review, Dagg (1984) listed four categories of functions for female-female or female-male mounting: (1) social play; (2) nonplay physical contact; (3) aggression; (4) sexual excitement. These are not mutually exclusive and the same behaviour may appear in several different categories, depending on the context. Functional hypotheses concerning female mounting can be categorized into two main groups from the perspective of reproduction. (1) Female mounting is a normal feature of sexual behaviour, that is, the motivation to copulate with a male, to attract a male, a form of proceptivity, a type of mate competition, or a means of facilitating pregnancy. (2) Female mounting is a social behaviour without relation to reproduction; it may express dominance for maintaining or establishing a social hierarchy, serve as a social communication pattern, or appear as a play behaviour. In this study, we examined the relation of female mounting to the oestrous cycle and to the social hierarchy of female rats, the possible role of female mounting in sexual attraction and its potential role in fertility.
